Global Issues in English Education: Reflections on Approach by Zion  Mark N.
Global Issues in English Education: 
Reflections on Approach 
 
 
Mark N. Zion 
 
 
Abstract. In this article I offer an approach I have developed through presenting 
contentious issues to students in Japan.  For the listening classes in the Academic 
English Program, where I covered two important events of the American Civil Rights 
Movement in the autumn semester 2009-10, I will outline my goal for presenting some of 
the clashing value systems at the root of America’s racial conflict.  I discuss the nature 
of ideologies in particular, of the importance of distancing oneself from them, for 
bringing perspective and balance to important historical moments.  Most importantly, 
students can learn a great deal about a culture by considering both sides of an ideological 
clash. 
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Orientation for approach 
 
Here I will offer an overview of the course materials I developed for the listening 
classes of the Academic English Program (Autumn 2009), entitled The World of Forrest 
Gump.  My emphasis, though, will be on some of the ways I adjusted my own outlook 
and approach to teaching these materials, to better bring home the important lessons. 
Though I covered two important aspects of the American Civil Rights Movement—
with the overview of Jazz and Rock and Roll music that preceded it—in only six classes 
of a thirty class semester, this was the most challenging for me personally in a course 
that touched on the Vietnam War, the Antiwar Movement, Watergate, and Peace 
Movements.  To teach about one of the great social injustices of one’s country is 
painful.  Below, I will consider some of the aspects of ideologies that both aid and 
hinder the approach I have taken.  I admit this is both a self-conscious and circular 
exercise at times, but I feel it offers some lessons for presenting emotionally charged 
topics to Japanese students.  Though historical moments do have universal applications, 
students who are exposed to these powerful clashes for the first time in any depth 
require a balanced presentation of them. 
Perhaps oddly, the Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico (1668-1744), the renowned 
Italian philosopher, inspired me to believe it was possible to successfully venture further 
into more complex territory with regards to historical themes.  Vico said, in referring 
to mathematics and history, “We can only understand what we have created.”  
Humanity understands mathematics because human beings created it (though Vico did 
not think mathematics led to true understanding).  The little we know of the natural 
world has come through the empirical or mathematical formulas we have worked out to 
measure it (among other things). 
Vico’s assertion that we can also understand history is more enigmatic, since history 
is made up of a selection of interpreted facts, a very subjective process.  No one has 
the capacity for a complete comprehension of even one day of history—the amount of 
information required for assimilation is just too massive, even if available.  Yet Vico 
claimed that because human beings created history, human beings are also able 
understand it.  How, then, do we understand history?  “We understand history by 
facts based on outlook,” I think this is most relevant when considering history or an 
aspect of culture on a small scale.  It is not possible to understand the feelings of each 
of the thirty million Americans living during the Civil War (1861-65), but it is possible 
to present a portrait that gives a genuine sense of that time. 
Vico knew we understand past events through the lenses of today’s values and 
priorities.  Nevertheless, this understanding is both educational and essential.  For 
Vico, it was true understanding, the font of wisdom.  We can indeed accept our 
conclusions, idiosyncratic though they may be, to draw meaningful lessons for our time 
and to broaden our view of ourselves as we learn about other times. 
Henry David Thoreau (1817-62) said, “There is no history, only autobiography.”  
In other words, we not only learn about ourselves through history but actually write 
about ourselves when writing history.  My goal, though, was more modest.  It was but 
to offer mini-portraits for reference points of a time and place.  This humble endeavor 
requires a deep immersion in the material, often deeper than we may imagine at the 
outset, but there are some hurdles in this to watch out for. 
Ideologies are the devilish stumbling blocks.  They are incredibly difficult to put 
into perspective, first for ourselves and then for students, simply because they are part 
of who we are.  Yet, without them, no discussion of an historic moment is possible.  
Each of us on some level derives our essential meaning in life and personal identity 
from the culture of our upbringing, and cultures are top-heavy with ideology.  Looking 
at them objectively, and therefore treating them as less than absolute, is similar to 
trampling on sacred ground (I think of burning the national flag).  In the twentieth-
century secular ideologies replaced religion as the means for redemption, so absolute 
had they become for hundreds of millions around the world that their doctrines could 
not be questioned.  This is too board a topic, of course, for a short discussion on 
teaching historical topics within English education, but I want to address ideologies in a 
general way to underscore the importance of a non-ideological approach, and perhaps to 
help demystify them a bit (this may be sensitive for some). 
My list below, I should add, is meant for orientation, not to be taken as a broad 
statement of policy toward, say, indigenous cultures.  It is only my own guidelines for 
course preparation and presentation, in the context of English language content classes 
at colleges in Japan: 
1) Humanity is a single family, with each culture one expression of the 
whole. 
2) Cultures are byproducts of people living together in a community 
and have no fixed or absolute characteristics; they are basically fluid. 
3) Cultures have roots in historical experience, from environmental 
conditions, trauma from war and upheaval, collective achievements, 
which can be identified and understood. 
4) Ideologies grow out of a culture and are fully relevant only within 
that culture. 
5) Ideologies are instrumental, not ends in themselves. 
6) Original ideologies are transformed when incorporated by another 
culture, adapted according to its own needs and predispositions. 
7) In teaching aspects of history, it is more important to show the 
relationship between cause and effect than to focus on the good and 
bad of that moment. 
8) In presenting any ideological clash, it is important to treat both sides 
fairly and, as much as possible, equally. 
9) Since students can only absorb so much, based on their capacities, a 
teacher’s approach to the material speaks loudly.  How to consider 
the world is almost as important as what is considered. 
10) Though teachers cannot be free of bias, they nonetheless can usefully 
and effectively present historical and cultural understanding. 
 
 
Ideologies as masks 
 
The Greek word “persona,” from which “personality” is derived, is from the large 
masks actors held up during a play so the entire audience could see their expressions.  
The Greeks came to see the personality more as a role as opposed to the character, the 
underlying bedrock of a person that determines individual fate.  Ideologies fit this 
schema, as a role people adopt which may never fit perfectly at all times.  Sometimes 
an ideology comes from a deeper realm—from the character or realm of values—but 
these values can find many ideological expressions (masks) over time.  At other times 
ideologies are artificial constructs, used for various ego-centered purposes; they may be 
relational, for social bonding for instance—or forced on us for reasons of institutional 
purity at the work place or university; they can fundamentally change many times 
during our lives.  This is why when people say “I am this ‘ism” or “that ‘ism,’” we 
learn to listen for sincerity.  This personality disconnect we sense in people today may 
come from the nature of our present sound-bite, “ideologies for self-enhancement” 
smorgasbord of world culture.  In truth, we know sincerity only through actions. 
William James (1842-1910) created a paradigm that may apply to ideologies.  The 
“material” or “social” person is ideological, not the “spiritual” person.  Some may 
scoff at this division in human consciousness and I will not attempt to defend it, except 
to say human mutability is a complex topic (Furthermore, I should make clear that I 
would not advance a non-doctrinaire approach as an ideology, but only as a possibility 
for richer instructional purposes). 
An ideology, therefore, is a construct for forming a coherent public persona.  Since 
we easily become carried away in a persona, we may have little sense of how 
pervasively it has taken hold or of domineering we have become.  Of course, it is 
natural to hold one’s ideology as superior and universally applicable, and in some 
particular cases it may indeed be more useful for reaching a particular goal than a 
cultural practice rooted in tradition.  Yet, an ideology is limited simply because of its 
agenda and is fundamentally egocentric, both on an individual and institutional level.  
Ideological goals—whether political, cultural, educational, or structural—derive their 
ultimate meaning only within a cultural context.  For an ideology to have the same 
meaning in a foreign culture, the culture must incorporate this meaning as its own, 
something I suspect never fully happens even in such highly developed countries as 
Japan, however much cultural change remains the only constant.  When imposed by 
violence, as during the colonial period and more recently with free-market globalization, 
it has fomented a violent backlash. 
A language teacher may hold a multicultural ideology, for example, believing that to 
teach “critical thinking” to students outside a Western culture is a form of cultural 
imperialism.  Perhaps the teacher adopted this to be more respectful of students from 
other cultures.  The ideology offers ethical imperatives through which she or he can 
express humanistic impulses.  Later, the teacher may actually see the multicultural 
ideology as conflicting with those values.  If it propels the person to argue for 
conformity—or if angered by students who want to know more about essay structures—
the teacher may undergo a crisis of sorts, of whether to shed the ideology for another 
“persona” that harmonizes more closely with those original humanistic values and the 
needs of the work situation. 
Not everyone is able to shed an ideology so easily.  Some, in a similar crisis, may 
blame students, the institution, the textbook, the culture, but not the ideology, so closely 
has the person identified with it.  Others find they must step out of the persona 
completely and leave the field of education.  Ideologies, when at odds with classroom, 
program, or cultural realities, confuse us with their exalted expectations and are usually 
difficult to discard, simply because we have invested so much in them.  They are a 
primary source of burnout and disillusionment.  Seasoned professionals in any field 
seem to make peace with the paradoxes and to compartmentalize.  For them the 
ideology becomes ornamental, a book on a shelf once diligently studied but now only 
one of many such books.  Some, on the other hand, seem to effectively sustain an 
ideology their entire careers, applying their experiences in education proving its validity.  
Research publications are filled with these examples. 
We may applaud multiculturalism’s drive toward the humane, since the ghost of 
Western imperialism haunts English language education everywhere.  Multiculturalism, 
however, is an American ideology, an articulation in response to America’s history of 
trampling on racial and religious minorities.  It is not very trans-continental.  Students 
in Japan would not understand why a teacher is reluctant to teach academic writing, nor 
would they necessarily be happy if the teacher’s focus was to convince them to take her 
or his side in the multicultural debate.  Can one step outside the ideology to make it the 
stuff of education? 
In course materials that refer to the history or culture of another country, 
consequently, it is better to view an ideology (multiculturalism, for example) from the 
outside or from a distance, in the context of how one culture attempts to compensate for 
past abuse.  American college students are unlikely to understand the intensity 
surrounding the proposal to change Article 9 of Japan’s Constitution (the article 
prohibiting a military force).  As an issue that divides conservatives from liberals 
(according to meanings in Japan), it resembles such hot button issues in America as its 
own controversial militarism.  After studying the context and history of Japan’s debate, 
American students, far removed from its intense ideological polarization, may feel both 
sides have a legitimate point and forego siding with either.  In the process, though, 
they come to appreciate something essential about Japanese culture itself.  This is the 
essence of a non-doctrinaire approach: to understand the conflicting values, even the 
roots of those values in context, to gain a greater sense of the culture itself. 
What a cross-section of people care about says a great deal about the culture, and the 
possibilities for exploring this are limitless.  Personal agendas to further certain 
ideologies, though, prevent this kind of distancing and therefore possibilities for 
education.  How important an ideology ultimately becomes or how closely one 
identifies with it is a choice on some level, something we often forget. 
 
 
Ideologies in perspective 
 
As lenses on the world, ideologies are valuable aids for understanding, but relative to 
time and place.  Isaiah Berlin (1909-1997), the historical philosopher, said that 
“ideological” models can “lead to distortions, and the accounts that result ... as too 
unfaithful to human life as we know it.”  Berlin was speaking of Marxism, but any 
ideological system fits, useful in the proper hands but prone to reality distortions, even 
to fantasies.  Though no ideology is true in any absolute sense, recognizing their 
limitations helps to see their true usefulness.  At the very least, ideologies are 
instructive for their sincere attempts at a comprehensive view of the world or some facet 
of it, a quest of the rational mind to master sweeping external reality.  We cannot help 
but be moved by this.  But they are also like the Indian trickster gods, who use masks 
to disorient everyone’s sense of reality.  In class, when considering the Domino 
Theory, for example, ostensibly the reason America went to war in Vietnam to halt the 
spread of communism, we marvel at how people could see the world in terms so black 
and white, with everything capitalist good and everything socialist evil.  Was the 
Domino Theory true in any objective sense?  No, but it certainly was true in a political 
sense, for it blinded policy makers and supercharged a witch hunt of the American left-
wing that lasted for decades.  James Baldwin (1924-87) once remarked: “Color is not a 
human or personal reality, it is a political reality.”  The same could be said of most 
ideologies. 
We also see the trickster gods in Freud’s paradigm.  Though Freudian dogma was 
lifted to an absolute by mid-twentieth century America, it tumbled when some began to 
ask if the “id,” the “ego,” and the “superego” actually existed.  Of course, they do not 
exist, but were only metaphorical reference points, as illusory as a mirage in a desert.   
Karl Marx (1818-1883) famously declared, “I am not a Marxist.”  Even he may not 
have taken himself as seriously as his ardent disciples.  If we read Das Capital (1872) 
or the work of Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), from which Communism and Nazism 
claimed inspiration respectively, we may find them rather benign (even John Maynard 
Keynes (1883-1946), the great British economist, admitted he could not get through 
Das Capital, despite several attempts).  Only when these ideologies became political 
and absolute, used to reinforce latent imperialism or racism, did they become 
destructive. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-82) said “creeds are a disease of the mind,” because 
they prevent fresh insight.  It is a powerful statement, to consider an ideology mental 
poison.  No model or doctrine need be viewed as the absolute giver of ultimate truth 
and meaning, applicable universally, whether in politics or in education.  We should 
not expect so much from them.  Once we understand an ideology’s mirror-like quality, 
we can relax the grip on our handle of truth a bit and look in a more open way at the 
many others that may be equally useful or more useful, understanding all are merely 
instrumental. 
We do not leave our ideologies outside the classroom as much as keep them, like a 
card hand, close to our chests, and step a bit outside their identifications.  When 
characterizing a political position counter to what I personally believe, I still lose myself 
in it.  Every well-thought out ideology with its underlying value system is compelling, 
and I marvel at what people believe from each side of a controversy.  Some students 
no doubt sense I am a pacifist, simply from how I prioritize themes.  Although of the 
left, I keep this to myself because I want students to think for themselves. 
The reason for giving equal time to both the losers and winners in an historical 
moment is that the class belongs to the students, for them to understand a small part of 
the world a bit better and to draw their own conclusions.  Many would argue with this 
and I would not disagree with another teacher who feels the opposite.  However, 
making an honest attempt to reflect the whole allows students to consider the losses and 
gains inherent in all clashes—and indeed all perceived advancement from them—and 
perhaps to consider their own cultural assumptions in a different light.  Focusing on an 
aspect of conflict opens a window on human life in its communal struggles, where even 
the gains are relative to time and place. 
Some may argue that in order to teach passionately one must believe in a point of 
view passionately.  I would counter it is better to teach both sides of a controversy 
passionately, because both represent intensely held beliefs within one cultural milieu.  
How far should ideological disengagement go?  I believe it should include all 
ideologies, including the one most Westerners cherish as sacred: liberal pluralism.  
Winston Churchill (1874-1965) once said, “Democracy is the worst form of government, 
except for all the rest.”  Churchill, arguably the West’s great democracy champion of 
the twentieth- century, is a good example for a sense of balance toward even the most 
exalted belief systems.  For over a hundred years in the American South, we should 
remember, democracy was absolutely of no help to black Americans, who actually 
enjoyed greater freedom during the Union’s undemocratic military occupation (1865-
1875).  Democracy merely enforced white supremacy.  In order to step outside the 
indoctrination treadmill in English education, it is necessary to offer an alternative view 
of any significant number of people.  I think this keeps teachers in the learning 
business rather than in the indoctrination business. 
 
 
Materials selection and focus 
 
On a personal note, I had always felt ill at ease presenting an aspect of history or culture 
to Japanese college students, burdened as I was with the responsibility to be both 
politically correct and historically objective.  I ended up presenting over-
simplifications in the most rudimentary ways.  I think my reluctance to delve too 
deeply came from ideologies of the nineteen-sixties that applied history as an identity 
awakening, selected to encourage racial, ethnic, and religious minorities take pride in 
themselves; or the opposite, for listing crimes and grievances against the majority.  I 
knew that focusing superficially on either the positives or the negatives of historic 
moments severely limited content and got in the way of the basic sense of reality that 
students deserve.  I was exhilarated when I finally opened up a topic to other 
perspectives and worried less about defending or asserting certain aspects to conform to 
those norms.  Historians of the nineteen-sixties, perhaps because of ideologies of the 
time, were unable able to give a full picture of southern culture. 
Growing up in the American South (Florida), I was dumbfounded over how racial 
segregation remained a cultural ideal for over a hundred years after the Fourteenth 
Amendment (1866) without anyone teaching it in any formal way that I could identify (I 
still have vivid childhood memories of separate restrooms and water fountains for black 
and white Americans).  The inner life of families, communities, and institutions 
stamped the racial ideology indelibly on the consciousness of children, who in turn 
internalized it as a fundamental reality.  I wanted to consider the complex mindset that 
gave rise to racism, which was really a way of life, intertwined with values most admire 
(beliefs in democracy, family, hard word, respect for elders, religious devotion).  
Studying southern culture is like looking at two sides of a coin: one with noble features, 
the other with horrifying.  The dark side that denigrated and denied the existence of a 
whole race of Americans was rooted in multiple traumas, the Civil War and biting 
poverty, for example, though I underscore that nothing can justify the imaginable 
cruelty that came from this. 
I attempt to offer many different perspectives from the Civil Rights era, therefore, 
including the white southern value system, and weave them with the important events.  
What motivated people to oppose racial integration?  In poring through books today I 
admit it is difficult to get a sense of a writer’s point of view, now that ideologies have 
seemed to converge in endlessly new ways.  Neo-conservatives and neo-liberals seem 
to me interchangeable, particularly those from the “Chicago School” of Milton 
Friedman.  Until recently, one could tell a person’s politics by the last name.  Those 
of British, Scottish, and Northern European extraction were usually Republican; all 
racial and ethnic minorities (from Ireland, Southern and Eastern Europe, Asia, Latin 
America, with black Americans) were Democrat.  Black Americans still 
overwhelmingly vote liberal, over 90% in every election; Jewish Americans are not far 
behind, at about 80%.  But these are the exceptions. 
Generally, when a writer draws conclusions based on the nature of cultures 
themselves, examining patterns of life that grow naturally from them—the family, the 
ethnic group, the market place—with the values people have developed and continue to 
be upheld, the perspective is conservative.  Multiculturalism, which I consider neo-
liberal, actually has one foot in the conservative camp, away from traditional liberal 
universalism and more toward culture as an absolute.  But the agenda of 
multiculturalism is to equal the playing field (structural) to give everyone a voice, a 
liberal goal.  Conversely, when a writer emphasizes organizational structures through 
elections, with the view toward improving the government, the economy, or the quality 
life for the average person, or if the writer consistently highlights people’s movements 
or the experience of those at the bottom of the social ladder, the view is liberal.  
Surprisingly, despite the fashion in ideological mixes, the traditional differences hold: 
the ways things are innately (conservative) versus the way things could be through legal 
or structural transformation (liberal). 
I wanted to cover two watershed events: Brown versus Board of Education Topeka, 
Kansas (1954), the Supreme Court ruling that outline racial segregation in the nation’s 
public schools, and the great victories of the Civil Rights Movement (1963-65).  The 
Civil Rights movement was a genuine people’s movement, with equality ultimately 
imposed by the federal government, often by the National Guard.  No one living 
through those times will forget the level of violence that shook America to its core.  
Yet equality, as an ideal, did take root, something it had failed to do after the Fourteenth 
Amendment.  George Wallace (1919-98), Governor of Alabama for many years, is an 
object lesson on southern transformation.  Wallace led the resistance against Brown 
versus Board of Education in 1963, but in later years apologized to black Americans for 
his stand against integration and actually won their support. 
 
 
Both sides of ideological divide 
 
As mentioned above, gaining an overall sense of reality underlying the clashes was 
essential.  What moments were pivotal for racial integration?  The literature relating 
to this topic is ideological and I encourage anyone entering the virulent waters of 
America’s tortured race relations to maintain a sense of balance.  Several books helped 
me do just that. 
Louis Menand’s The Metaphysical Club: A Story of Ideas in America (2001) is a 
masterful treatment of the beliefs that allowed segregation to take root after the Civil 
War Reconstruction (1865-1877).  Francis Fukuyama and Robert Putnam, both of 
whom seem to me neo-conservative, offer interesting analyses of cultures, Fukuyama 
with the quality of trust among people and Putnam with the breaking down of social 
virtue and group (white) solidarity.  This dissolution of white cultural norms, ironically, 
allowed the great changes of the nineteen-sixties to take place, though Putnam did not 
touch on this positive outcome; it was part of “white America detribalizing,” as 
Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980) thoughtfully asserted.  Fukuyama with the neo-
conservative David Gelernter’s 1939: Lost World of the Fair (1995) formed the 
foundation of my presentation on white American culture.  Gelernter’s book very 
clearly, and with practical examples, outlines the contours of the white American value 
system as a whole—and why people struggled to maintain it as a way of life—and the 
consequences of its unraveling, as does Putnam’s Bowling Alone (2000).  Isaiah Berlin 
is the twentieth-century’s eminent teacher of ideologies, their development and 
influence, invaluable for anyone seeking to understand the incredible forces unleashed 
by ideologies, both personal and social. 
Black Americans, by and large liberal, have also seen the rise of articulate neo-
conservatives among their ranks.  I took John McWhorter and Thomas Sowell for the 
conservative view and James Cone and Clarence Page for the liberal.  I also spent time 
presenting Malcolm X (and a little on Louis Farrakan's Nation Of Islam), an incredibly 
powerful voice (non-liberal) in the nineteen-sixties, contrasting him with Martin Luther 
King and the Protestant Christian liberal tradition.  The church is often described as 
“The Mother of Black American Culture” and we considered how it provided the 
community life that gave birth to America’s only original art form: Jazz.  Music is the 
unnoticed precursor of the Civil Rights movement.  As Jazz, Gospel, and Rock and 
Roll were accepted, so was the culture that created it.  For the black American 
religious tradition, the spirituality that began in Africa, and for modern black American 
poetry, Harold Bloom offers a useful summary in The American Religion (1992).  For 
an overview of American history my main sources were Howard Zinn, Jeffrey Irons, 
and Ronald Takaki, all of whom are liberal, with Louis Menand (for the development of 
the pointedly non-doctrinaire legal and educational philosophy in America after it 
suffered the great losses from the ideological Civil War). 
When the human aesthetic is central, any topic we study makes us fellow travelers 
in the human drama.  Perhaps reading great literature is the best preparation for a class 
on a cultural or historical topic.  The black American novelist Ralph Ellison (1914-
1994), author of the classic Invisible Man, which I refer to in the course, perhaps 
expressed this best: “In Macon County, Alabama, I read Marx, Freud, T.S. Eliot, Pound, 
Gertrude Stein, and Hemingway, books which seldom, if ever, mention Negroes were to 
release me from whatever segregated idea I might have had of my human possibilities.”  
The great artists, who release readers into human possibilities, are non-ideological.  It 
is impossible to tell from their work the politics of Shakespeare, Cervantes, Melville, or 
Chekhov.  William Faulkner (1897-1962), I should add, remains the comprehensive 
artist of southern culture.  I encourage reading books by Harold Bloom, America’s 
great literary critic, who is peerless in showing a great writer’s vision of the human. 
Finally, humanity is one family.  This is a different slant on internationalism—not 
internationalism on a corporate or political level, but internationalism as a single species.  
It is a melancholy point of reference, not at all like the ride through Disney’s It’s A 
Small World After All, given our history of cruelty to one another.  Every tragedy 
originating in a human community is an expression of ourselves, of the darkest corners 
of every human psyche, at least in its potential.  Yet, the goodness human beings are 
capable of is greater.  This is a powerful frame through which to discuss history, for it 
moves the locus from the exclusive to inclusive, leaving us no room to feel morally 
superior.  When we discuss historical clashes, therefore, we are trying to understand 
more about ourselves.  My goal has been to foster a curiosity for understanding history 
from the context of conflicting belief systems or values.  We do not know which 
lessons will be most important for this generation of students.  History may require the 
present generation to break fundamentally with past values or it may require an 
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